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Abstract In the article I discuss possible amendments and corrections to Lewis’s
semantics for counterfactuals that are necessary in order to account for the indeter-
ministic and non-local character of the quantum world. I argue that Lewis’s criteria
of similarity between possible worlds produce incorrect valuations for alternate-out-
come counterfactuals in the EPR case. Later I discuss an alternative semantics which
rejects the notion of miraculous events and relies entirely on the comparison of the
agreement with respect to individual facts. However, a controversy exists whether to
include future indeterministic events in the criteria of similarity. J. Bennett has sug-
gested that an indeterministic event count toward similarity only if it is a result of the
same causal chain as in the actual world. I claim that a much better agreement with
the demands of the quantum-mechanical indeterminism can be achieved when we
stipulate that possible worlds which differ only with respect to indeterministic facts
that take place after the antecedent-event should always be treated as equally similar
to the actual world. In the article I analyze and dismiss some common-sense counte-
rexamples to this claim. Finally, I critically evaluate Bennett’s proposal regarding the
truth-conditions for true-antecedent counterfactuals.

Keywords Counterfactuals · Indeterminism · Quantum mechanics ·
True-antecedent counterfactuals

1 Lewis’s semantics for counterfactuals

Among the most prominent achievements of the twentieth-century formal semantics
one should unquestionably count the logical analysis of counterfactual conditionals
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(subjunctive conditionals) given by David Lewis.1 Lewis proposes to interpret coun-
terfactuals as “variably strict conditionals”. Strict conditionals, as it is well known,
are characterized as conditionals that are true necessarily. Within the standard possi-
ble-world semantics this characteristics can be expressed as stipulating that for a strict
conditional to be true, its consequent has to be true in all possible worlds (that are
accessible from the actual world) in which the antecedent is true. But Lewis observes
that this requirement is too strong for counterfactual conditionals. For a statement
“If John jumped from the thirteenth floor of the Empire State Building, he would be
killed” to be true, the consequent “John was killed” does not have to be true in all
possible worlds in which the antecedent “John jumped from the thirteenth floor” is
true. After all, there are perfectly imaginable worlds in which humans learned how
to fly, or—perhaps more plausibly—in which every building in New York City more
than ten story high has a safety net around it.

As Robert Stalnaker first noted in his 1968 article, for a counterfactual to be true,
its consequent has to be true in all antecedent-worlds which are reasonably similar to
the actual world as we know it. Lewis picked up on this idea and introduced the notion
of a comparative similarity (closeness) between possible worlds. In his semantics the
set of possible worlds is endowed with a binary relation ≤ whose intuitive sense is
such that for two worlds w1 and w2, w1 ≤ w2 iff w1 is at least as similar to the actual
world as w2 is. Formally, this relation is supposed to fulfill three requirements: the
requirement of transitivity, of strong connectedness, and of minimality with respect
to the actual world w0. With the help of the relation of comparative similarity ≤, it is
possible to formulate the celebrated truth-condition for the counterfactual (the symbol
“� →” represents the counterfactual connective):

(L) P� → Q is non-vacuously true at w0 iff there is a P-world w1 in which Q is
true, and there is no P-world w2 such that w2 ≤ w1 and not-Q is true in w2.

Understandably, the purely formal characteristic of the similarity relation ≤ given
by Lewis is not sufficient for the task of evaluating particular counterfactual condi-
tionals that can be encountered in the natural language, as well as in the language of
science. To do this we need to put some flesh on the bones of Lewis’s formal sys-
tem. Lewis himself has proposed a particular way of comparing possible worlds with
respect to their relative similarity to the actual world, of which we shall talk more later.
The main purpose of this paper is to assess informal criteria of inter-world similarity
from the perspective of their applicability to the analysis of quantum counterfactuals,
i.e. counterfactual conditionals that appear in the context of quantum theory. I shall
argue that Lewis’s similarity relation is in need of serious corrections due to some
peculiarities of the quantum-mechanical description, such as indeterminism and non-
locality. However, I believe that the amendments and corrections that shall be proposed
here are not uniquely tied to the quantum case, and that they can actually help better
analyze some natural-language counterfactuals too. Thus the discussion provided in
the paper should be of interest not only to the philosophers of quantum mechanics, but

1 His most authoritative work on this subject is the book Counterfactuals (Lewis 1973).

123



Synthese (2013) 190:619–637 621

to the philosophers of language as well.2 But first we have to say a few words about
why counterfactuals are needed in the foundational analysis of quantum mechanics in
the first place.

2 Counterfactuals and quantum mechanics

The last two decades have witnessed a noticeable rise in the number of publications
in which counterfactual logic has been applied to the analysis of some interpretational
issues in quantum mechanics. While it is still uncertain whether this new approach can
lead to new and groundbreaking results (and we have to remember that many initially
promising approaches to the foundation of quantum mechanics subsequently turned
out to be blind alleys), it is clear that more and more philosophers and physicists turn
their attention to this conceptual tool.3 Counterfactual logic is mostly (but not exclu-
sively) used in the context of the so-called entangled quantum systems, i.e. systems
consisting of two or more objects, whose parameters display peculiar correlations,
entirely predicted by the quantum theory and confirmed in various experiments. Due
to these correlations, it may be for example possible to disclose the value of a given
parameter for one particle, based on the result of an experiment performed on the
other particle. This fact creates a conceptual problem for the orthodox interpretation
of quantum mechanics, according to which in most typical cases a value of a param-
eter does not exist before it is directly measured. The aforementioned problem has
been spelled out in the most dramatic fashion in the famous and celebrated Einstein–
Podolsky–Rosen (EPR) argument against quantum orthodoxy (cf. Einstein et al. 1935),
whose foundations were laid down by Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg.

There are three basic reasons why the application of counterfactuals in the analysis
of such issues can be expedient. Firstly, quantum mechanics places a severe restriction
on the number of parameters whose values can be determined at a given time. Among
several parameters that may separately characterize a given quantum particle, we can
select only a handful of “compatible” quantities such that a measurement revealing
the value for one of them does not “destroy” the values of the other ones. Incompatible
parameters, like position and momentum, or various components of spin, cannot have
their values jointly determined. Hence, if we decide to measure a particle’s momen-
tum, its position becomes undefined, and vice versa. And yet sometimes we want to
talk about alternative measurement settings, in which a parameter incompatible with
the one actually selected would have been put to an experimental test. For example, the
aforementioned EPR argument considers a situation in which a given parameter has

2 This feature of the paper shall be reinforced by discussions of the recent interpretations of some natural-
language counterfactuals proposed by Jonathan Bennett in his 2003 book.
3 The master champion of this new counterfactual approach is Henry P. Stapp from Lawrence Berkeley
National Laboratory (cf. Stapp 1971, 1989, 1997, 1998, 2001; Bedford and Stapp 1995). His main objective
has been to use the counterfactual semantics in order to strengthen the so-called Bell theorem. It needs to
be mentioned, however, that all his attempts have been subjected to a severe criticism, among others in
Redhead (1987), Clifton et al. (1990), Mermin (1998), Shimony and Stein (2001), and Bigaj (2006, 2007).
Examples of other uses of counterfactuals in quantum mechanics, not limited to the reinterpretation of the
Bell theorem, can be found in Ghirardi and Grassi (1994), Griffiths (1999, 2001), and Vaidmann (1999).
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been selected to be measured for one of the two entangled particles, but then it moves
on to the analysis of what would have happened, had we decided to measure an alter-
native parameter that is not compatible with the previous one. To speak meaningfully
of such situations, one has to have a firm grasp of the meaning of the counterfactual
phrases.

The EPR argument uses as its crucial premise the so-called principle of locality,
which also constitutes one of the fundamentals of Albert Einstein’s scientific Weltans-
chaung. Loosely speaking, this principle prohibits the existence of physical interac-
tions that would propagate instantaneously, without any delay (so-called action at a
distance). In other words, an event e occurring at one location cannot be a cause of any
distant change that would happen simultaneously with e.4 Yet these formulations of
the locality condition are hardly satisfactory, for they contain notoriously ambiguous
and open to interpretations notions like “interaction” or “cause”. For that reason it
may be useful to employ once again counterfactual conditionals in order to spell out
precisely the intended meaning of the locality requirement. One such possible expli-
cation may be as follows: we can say that the locality condition is satisfied, iff for any
possible localized event e it is true that if e occurred, the entire part of space–time that
is space-like separated from e would remain exactly the same as in the actual world.
This expression (and other alternatives as well) can be given a precise meaning with
the help of a formal semantics of the counterfactual.

Finally, there is yet another aspect of the quantum-mechanical description beside
the two given above that may require a counterfactual reformulation. As it is well
known, Einstein supplements his EPR argument with the so-called criterion of physi-
cal reality: “if, without in any way disturbing a system, we can predict with certainty
(·) the value of a physical quantity, then there exists an element of physical reality
corresponding to this physical quantity”. But how are we supposed to understand the
phrase “there exists an element of physical reality”? Typically, it is assumed that it
refers to the objective fact of possessing a given measurable property by a system. In
other words, if we can infer—without actually performing a direct measurement—that
the value of a given parameter characterizing a particle should be such-and-such, then
the particle can be assumed to objectively possess the property represented by this
particular value. But is this the only available interpretation of the inferred value? It
may be argued that the inference referred to in Einstein’s criterion only warrants the
conclusion that the system in question displays a certain disposition, expressible in
the following counterfactual: if we actually measured this quantity, the result would
be exactly as predicted. This interpretation is more flexible than the former one, as it
does not commit us to the existence of any “metaphysical” reality beyond what can be
revealed in measurements. And it appears that with the counterfactual reformulation
of the notion of “an element of physical reality” (or, more generally, of “property
attributions”) we can avoid the paradoxical consequences of the EPR argument. This
result, which is unfortunately too technical to be fully presented here, comes directly
from the application of the counterfactual semantics (cf. Bigaj 2006, pp. 239–246).

4 Strictly speaking, according to the Special Theory of Relativity we should add here a phrase “with respect
to an inertial frame of reference”. In special relativity two events which are simultaneous with respect to
some frame of reference are called “space-like separated”.
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Hence it may be claimed that the semantic analysis of the counterfactual can offer a
tool with the help of which some conceptual difficulties of quantum mechanics can
be finally laid to rest.5

3 Similarity ranking in the EPR case

We are now returning to the question posed at the beginning of the paper: which
features of possible worlds should count toward their relative similarity, and which
should not? Lewis acknowledges the importance of these questions, and he proposes
his own celebrated solution.6 According to Lewis, possible worlds can differ from one
another with respect to two basic features: particular facts and general laws. Typically,
we would consider alterations of laws of nature as producing more distant worlds
than worlds constructed by alterations of individual facts only. But Lewis opposes
this view. His criterion of relative similarity consists of a hierarchy of conditions, in
which comparisons with respect to differences in particular facts are intertwined with
comparisons with respect to law violations. Lewis presents his ranking of respects of
similarity as follows:

(1) It is of the first importance to avoid big, widespread, diverse violations of law.
(2) It is of the second importance to maximize the spatio-temporal region throughout

which perfect match of particular fact prevails.
(3) It is of the third importance to avoid even small, localized, simple violations of

law.
(4) It is of little or no importance to secure approximate similarity of particular fact

(Lewis 1986, pp. 47–48).

Much has been said about the feasibility of Lewis’s sophisticated proposal. Some
critics point out that it does not work well under the assumption of indeterminism
(Percival 1999); others argue that it does not achieve the intended goal of justifying
the thesis of the asymmetry of counterfactual dependence (Elga 2001). In my 2006
book I have argued that Lewis’s account of similarity is prone to yet another objec-
tion. I have considered a simple example of a counterfactual statement describing a
common experimental situation in quantum physics, which nevertheless cannot be
correctly evaluated in the Lewis approach. The reason for this failure is not quan-
tum indeterminism, but another non-classical feature of the quantum world, namely
its non-locality. Below I shall present a sketch of my argument (for more details see
Bigaj 2006, pp. 93–96).

My example involves two spin-1/2 particles (e.g. electrons) prepared in the singlet
spin state for which the total spin equals 0, and two space-like separated measurements
that reveal mutually opposite values of spin in a given direction for both particles.
Our goal is to evaluate the counterfactual which states that if the outcome of one

5 From what has been said, the reader can get the impression that the primary use of counterfactuals is in
the context of the EPR argument. However, the same elements which admit a counterfactual reinterpretation
occur in other quantum-mechanical contexts, for example in the Bell theorem (see Bigaj 2006, Chaps. 3, 6).
6 It was presented in Lewis (1986) with corrections added as a Postscript.
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measurement had been switched, the other outcome would have had to change, too.
The truth of this statement seems to be an obvious consequence of the principle of the
conservation of angular momentum. But it turns out that Lewis’s criteria of similarity
given above tell a different story. In order to evaluate our counterfactual we have to
compare two possible worlds: one in which both outcomes are switched, and the other
in which the distant outcome remains unchanged in spite of the local change of out-
come. Although in the second world the law of the conservation of angular momentum
has to be temporarily suspended, it can be argued that this suspension qualifies as a
small miracle and hence enters the similarity criteria only in the third place. But an
obvious advantage of admitting an instance of law violation in this case is that we can
keep a large portion of space–time exactly the same as in the actual world with respect
to individual facts. This is namely the infinite region that is contained within the abso-
lute future of the distant, intact measurement, and outside the common future of both
measurements (outside the intersection of two future light cones that originate at both
measurements). If we look at this region in the first, law-preserving world, we can
see that it may contain events that are different from that in the actual world (as they
can be causal consequences of the outcome of the measurement that is different than
in actuality). Hence, criterion (2) favors world two over world one, and the analyzed
counterfactual turns out to be false, despite our strong intuition to the contrary.

It may be instructive to notice that one reason why Lewis’s similarity criteria don’t
work in this case is that they are based on the prerelativistic, classical intuitions of
space–time. Classically, all causal consequences of a given contrary-to-fact event e
affect the same area of space–time that is already affected by the occurrence of e,
namely the entire area located “above” the absolute hypersurface of simultaneity that
cuts through the location of e (the classical absolute future). Consequently, eliminating
a single causal consequence of e with the help of a tiny miracle cannot bring any net
profit in the similarity comparison, as it will not diminish the area of the (potential)
discrepancy between the possible world and the actual one. On the other hand, taking
into account that in the relativistic approach space-like separated points have distinct
futures (forward light cones) that only partially overlap, we can see that the world
in which the nomological correlation between space-like separated events is cut by a
miracle will have a substantially lesser area of divergence of particular facts than the
law-obeying world. In short, the failure of Lewis’s method of evaluation in the EPR
case is a common result of two factors: the existence of lawful correlations between
space-like separated events (quantum non-locality), and the relativistic structure of
space–time.

4 Bennett’s fork theory

If we agree that the foregoing example creates a serious challenge for Lewis’s analysis
of the similarity relation, then the question immediately arises what to replace it with.
Obviously, we are in need of a notion of counterfactual which would preserve most (if
not all) of our intuitive, off-hand counterfactual judgments, while avoiding the non-
locality debacle described above. One suggestion may be to abandon the notion of
“miraculous events” and to work entirely within the limits of the actual laws of nature.
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If we adopt this strategy, then the following approach to counterfactuals may present
itself as quite natural: in order to evaluate a particular counterfactual P� → Q, where
P refers to an event taking place at a certain time TP , we should consider all the worlds
whose temporary slice at TP contains event P and all the events from the actual world
that are not excluded by the existence of P , and which obey the usual laws of nature.
In other words, we build appropriate worlds by fixing their temporal slices at TP and
evolving them forward and backward in time according to the causal laws.7 However,
it turns out that this approach has many serious disadvantages.

First of all, let us notice that if we assume that the laws governing our world are
strictly deterministic, the above-sketched procedure implies that worlds in which the
counterfactual is to be evaluated will diverge from the actual world infinitely into
the future and the past. While the difference stretching into the future does not look
dangerous, the necessity of making extensive adjustments in the past certainly seems
suspicious. As a consequence, we will have an infinite number of true counterfactuals
whose consequents describe past events that diverge from the actual ones. Lewis refers
to such counterfactuals as “backtracking”, arguing energetically that the common lin-
guistic practice allows them only in special, limited cases (Lewis 1986).

Moreover, as Bennett points out in 2003 (pp. 211–214), the Simple Theory runs the
risk of pronouncing as true some counterfactuals that are clearly false according to
our intuitions. Keeping all facts that occur simultaneously with the antecedent exactly
as they happened in the actual world does not accord with the way we commonly use
counterfactuals. Bennett correctly notices that when we utter a counterfactual suppo-
sition regarding a particular time TP , we usually invoke a possible world that diverges
from the actual world in a more or less “natural” way, which leads not only to the
occurrence of P at TP , but can bring about some new facts at TP other than P . To
use Bennett’s slightly modified example: we believe in the truth of the counterfactual
“If Soviet armies had reached Berlin in September 1944, it would have been heavily
defended”, even though actually (as far as I know) in September of the year 1944
there were few German troops in and around the capital. Notice that the presence of
German defenders is not necessitated by the assumed fact that Stalin’s advancing
armies reached Berlin in September (it is logically and physically possible that the
Soviets, to their enjoyment, would encounter the city virtually undefended). Hence
the Simple Theory clearly forces us to reject an intuitively true counterfactual.

Incidentally, we can use the above-mentioned example as a falsifier of yet another
version of Lewis’s method for evaluating counterfactuals. Lewis’s intricate proposal
is sometimes simplified to the following form: in order to evaluate the counterfactual
P� → Q we should consider possible worlds which are exactly as the actual world
up to the time TP , in which a miracle occurs just before TP that produces P , and which
evolve from this moment on according to the usual causal laws.8 But the example with
the Soviet troops approaching Berlin in 1944 clearly shows that this method produces
highly unintuitive results. For instance, we would have to accept as true that if the

7 This method of evaluating counterfactuals has been proposed by J. Bennett in 1984. In his 2003 book
Bennett rejects his previous proposal, referring to it as “the Simple Theory”.
8 Such a theory of counterfactuals is advanced by Jackson (1977).
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Soviets had reached Berlin in September 1944, the Germans would still have occupied
their defensive positions along the Vistula river in Poland (and hence the Soviet armies
would have to have been miraculously transported over their heads to Berlin). Clearly,
this consequence is not acceptable.

Bennett concludes that the agreement with our off-hand counterfactual judgments
can be best achieved by postulating that the counterfactual be evaluated in possible
worlds which branch off in a smooth way from the actual world so that the truth of
the antecedent Pis lawfully achieved at TP . In Bennett’s terminology the moment of
branching is called “a fork”. Bennett stresses that the fork for a given antecedent can
occur much earlier than the antecedent-event. Thus, the events that would have cul-
minated in the Soviet troops’ reaching Berlin well ahead of its actual capturing time
would have taken place much earlier, perhaps at the beginning of the German invasion
of the Soviet Union, or maybe even earlier (one may surmise that one such fork could
be Stalin’s decision not to purge his best military commanders, which would lead to
a dramatic increase of the Soviet army’s capabilities and their stronger resistance at
the beginning of the German invasion). If we place such a fork reasonably early, this
would ensure that the military struggle between the two totalitarian regimes would
have developed according to the standard principles of modern warfare, and thus the
German defenders would have had time to fall back to Berlin as their last-ditch defense
position.

Bennett generally distinguishes three possible types of forks. In a deterministic
world a fork is necessarily a miraculous event, but Bennett insists that it has to be a
truly insignificant miracle, not a big one (a “bump” in his terminology). As the above
example shows, invoking big miracles clearly leads to the wrong valuations of com-
monplace counterfactuals. The second type of forks is a genuine indeterministic event,
such as a quantum-mechanical coin. And, finally, Bennett maintains that sometimes
in order to make sure that the counterfactual antecedent occurs at TP , the differences
have to stretch back in time indefinitely, but for quite a long period of time such
differences may be too minute to be discernible. In such a case a fork occurs when
the imperceptible differences have cumulated over time so that they are no longer
negligible (Bennett calls such a situation “an exploding difference”).

In should be clear that in most situations which occur in quantum mechanics we
can allow ourselves the luxury of using only indeterministic forks, thus dispensing
entirely with the troublesome notions of miracles and exploding differences. However,
a warning is needed here. Although quantum measurement outcomes are standardly
treated as indeterministic, there are interpretations of quantum mechanics (known
collectively as the deterministic hidden variable theories) which assume that in fact
all outcomes obtained in experiments are strictly determined by the initial, hidden
state of the system. When analyzing such conceptions (even purely hypothetically, for
instance when reconstructing the reasoning leading to Bell’s theorem) we have to make
sure that when we consider an alternative experimental result the initial state of the
system is appropriately adjusted. In such a case Bennett’s fork occurs not at the time
of the measurement, but rather at the time of the creation of the system in question.
On the other hand, a type of event that is commonly accepted as “indeterministic”
in quantum mechanics is an act of selection of a given observable for measurement.
Thus, if we consider a counterfactual of the form “If observable A rather than B had
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been measured.”, we can safely assume that the fork happens at the moment when the
experimenter makes his decision as to what observable to measure. No adjustment of
the initial state of the physical system is necessary here.

Bennett in his analysis considers an important question of whether we should put
some location constraints on forks. The most natural constraint seems to be the demand
that the fork leading to a given antecedent-event occur at the latest possible time. That
way we would ensure that the stretch of time in which the perfect match between a
given world and the actual world is maximized. However, Bennett observes that such
a strict demand can produce some unwelcome consequences. If we have grounds to
believe that there are two distinct ways the contrary-to-fact situation P can be brought
about at TP , and if these ways differ in that one happens a bit earlier than the other, it
would be unintuitive to arbitrarily exclude the earlier one. For instance, let us imag-
ine that a young philosophy graduate named Frank sent two job applications—one in
March to Stanford University, and one in May to Princeton University—both unfor-
tunately without success. In this situation, without further insight into the screening
procedures at both universities it is highly unlikely that the counterfactual “If Frank
had received a job offer from an American university in 2006, it would have been from
Princeton University” should come out true, and yet that is precisely the consequence
of the strict assumption that the fork leading to a given antecedent should occur at the
latest possible moment.

We can give an example showing that a similar situation can occur in quantum
theory too. When three particles are prepared in the quantum state known as the GHZ
state, there are three observables X1, X2 and X3, each corresponding to one parti-
cle, and taking one of two possible values +1 or −1, such that the product of the
revealed outcomes must equal −1 (for details see Greenberger et al. 1990; Bigaj 2006,
pp. 143–145). Thus, if in an experiment the values of the observables are revealed, then
if we consider counterfactually that one outcome changed its value, precisely one of
the remaining two outcomes would have to change its value too. Now we can imagine a
situation in which the three measurements of X1, X2 and X3 were done in succession,
and we can ask the question what would have happened had the outcome of the last
measurement of X3 been the opposite. Intuitively, one of the earlier measurements X1
or X2 would have to have its outcome changed, but if we insisted that a fork should
occur at the latest possible moment, we would have to conclude that it is X2, not X1,
whose outcome would have been switched, which seems to be unjustified. Thus, it
may be reasonable to follow Bennett’s advice and to pick all the worlds in which the
fork occurs reasonably late, but not necessarily at the latest possible moment. Clearly,
this requirement seems a bit vague, but such are our intuitions regarding the truth of
some counterfactuals.9

9 One theory which insists that the fork should happen at the latest possible moment is S. McCall’s seman-
tics of counterfactuals which interprets possible worlds as alternative histories (1984). In my 2006 book I
similarly decided to build a semantics of quantum counterfactuals that favors later divergences from the
actual world, and consequently my analysis of the GHZ example yielded the unintuitive result criticized
above (see pp. 211–212). The reason for following this strategy was the formal simplicity of the resulting
semantic system. Now I prefer to follow Bennett’s approach to the issue of the adjustments in the past, even
though it leaves certain borderline cases undecided.
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5 The backtracking counterfactuals

The proposed method of evaluating counterfactual statements clearly implies that
some backtracking counterfactuals have to be rendered true. For instance, in the above-
mentioned example the counterfactual “If Frank had received a job offer in 2006, his
dossier would have to have impressed the searching committee beforehand” inescap-
ably comes out true. But how can we reconcile this fact with Lewis’s strong admonish-
ment against backtracking counterfactuals? I think that Lewis is plainly wrong when
he claims that common practice almost never licenses the use of backtracking coun-
terfactuals. The example given above proves that Lewis is undoubtedly mistaken, and
similar examples are plentiful. Lewis created an impression to the contrary by a wily
selection of examples in which the antecedent describes someone’s action. In such
cases (and, most probably, only in such cases) we are unwilling to accept that were
the present different (because of my action), the past would have been different too,
but the reason for this, as I believe, is that this counterfactual seems to presuppose
that my actions are not fully free but rather conditioned by my past. And unrefined
common sense clearly tells us that we are free, so no wonder that we feel reluctant to
accept a statement blatantly contradicting this belief. But other cases of backtracking
counterfactuals are perfectly acceptable even in ordinary discourse.

To make the case for backtracking counterfactuals even stronger, let me point out
that they can be used to dismiss certain clearly paradoxical cases of counterfactual
reasoning. Let us consider the following situation: suppose that a train approaches a
switch at which the track diverges into two tracks which then reconverge.10 Suppose
further that the operator of the switch flips it so that the train runs down the left-hand
track. This situation obviously licenses the counterfactual “Had the operator not flipped
the switch, there would have been a train on the right-hand track”. According to the
counterfactual analysis of causation (and to our pretheoretical intuitions as well), this
implies that the operator’s action is a cause of the absence of the train on the right-hand
track But it may be further claimed that once the train reaches the left-hand track, the
following counterfactual should come out true: if there had been a train running on
the right-hand track, a collision would have taken place at the point of reconvergence
of both tracks. The latter counterfactual, if true, implies that the absence of a train on
the right-hand track is a cause of the absence of a collision down the track. Using the
assumption of the transitivity of causality we arrive at the ridiculous claim that the
operator’s action prevented a train collision.

I believe that the most straightforward method of dealing with this example is to
deny the second counterfactual. According to the “fork” semantics of counterfactuals,
in order to assess the counterfactual starting with the antecedent “If there had been a
train on the right-hand track...” we have to imagine a possible world with the history
identical (or almost identical) as in the actual world, and which smoothly branches
off so that the antecedent is satisfied. And it should be obvious that the best way to
achieve this is to assume that the operator did not move the switch, rather than assum-
ing that a new train has been miraculously transported to the right-hand track. So by

10 This example is borrowed from Hall (2000).

123



Synthese (2013) 190:619–637 629

admitting a backtracking counterfactual “If there had been a train on the right-hand
track, the operator would have not to have flipped the switch” we escape the apparent
quagmire.11

6 Future chancy facts and similarity

So far we have agreed that the best way to approach counterfactuals within quan-
tum theory (and within natural language too) is to consider antecedent-worlds which
diverge prior to the antecedent-event (but not too early) from the actual course of his-
tory in a relatively least conspicuous way, and which subsequently evolve according to
the usual laws of nature. But there is one more question that we need to address in this
survey. Suppose that our actual world is partly indeterministic, as it is assumed in the
standard interpretation of quantum mechanics. This means that most certainly there
will be indeterministic events occurring in the future of the actual world, which may
or may not be included in the closest possible antecedent-worlds. Thus the question is:
should such events count toward similarity? Should we insist that the possible worlds
in which to evaluate a given counterfactual be identical to the actual world with respect
to all indeterministic events occurring in the latter?

Interestingly enough, there is a strong tendency to answer these questions in the
affirmative.12 This may be seen as a straightforward consequence of the fundamental
feature of the Stalnaker–Lewis approach to counterfactuals, which is the postulate
of the maximization of a fact-of-the-matter similarity between the relevant possible
worlds and the actual world. If we can select worlds that are arguably more similar to
the actual world than the others with respect to individual facts, then why not do this?
However, we have to keep in mind that the ultimate test for any semantics of coun-
terfactuals should be not its compliance with some arbitrary principles of evaluation,
but rather its performance in application to real-life cases, both in natural language
and in the language of any theory we are interested in (in our case this is obviously
quantum mechanics). A good semantics should be able to reproduce most (if not all)
truth-values associated with uncontroversial cases. Of course this does not mean that a
formal analysis cannot contradict our intuitive assessments in some cases, but in such
situations there should be a good explanation why this is the case.

At first sight it seems that the analysis of common-sense counterfactuals confirms
that chancy future events should count toward similarity. This conclusion can be based
on the evaluation of the examples of the following type. Suppose that a truly inde-
terministic coin has been tossed and that it has landed “heads”. It is quite natural to

11 Hall prefers a different solution to this problem, which basically denies that the truth of both forward-
looking counterfactuals implies the existence of appropriate causal links. The reason for this denial is that
both counterfactuals involve negative events (the absence of a train), and Hall insists that there is no such
thing as causation by omission, or causation of omission. I believe that in some cases negative events are
perfectly legitimate relata of the causal link, but I admit that this is a controversial issue (compare arguments
against negative causation in Dowe 2004 and in favor of it in Schaffer 2004). Another possible, but no less
controversial way to solve the above problem without recourse to backtracking counterfactuals is to reject
the transitivity of the causal relation.
12 See for instance Müller (2002, p. 287).
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expect that the counterfactual “If I had bet on heads, I would have won” should come
out true in such a situation. But this obviously implies that the world in which I placed
my bet on heads and the coin fell precisely as in the actual world should be seen as
more similar to the actual world than the world in which the indeterministic process of
coin tossing leads to the different outcome “tails”. This example seems to confirm that
when evaluating a particular counterfactual we should take into account those possible
antecedent-worlds whose fork occurs reasonably late, which from the moment of the
occurrence of the fork evolve according to the laws of nature, and which are identical
to the actual world with respect to all chancy events that happen after the fork.

Unfortunately, there is a high price to be paid for the achieved agreement with the
indicated pretheoretical intuitions regarding counterfactuals with chancy consequents.
As Bennett has proved (2003, p. 233), any counterfactual semantics which accepts that
a possible world w1 in which a future chancy event E happens exactly as in the actual
world is more similar to the actual world than a world w2 in which E doesn’t happen
implies the validity of the law of Conditional Excluded Middle (CEM):

(CEM) For all P, Q (P� → Q)∨ (P� →∼ Q)

This consequence is unacceptable on many counts. First of all, as Lewis pointed out,
there are many cases of counterfactual situations in which we have a strong inclination
to reject both disjuncts in (CEM), as the famous Bizet and Verdi example illustrates.
Another troublesome consequence of (CEM) is that the would- and might-counter-
factuals become logically equivalent, and thus indistinguishable. And finally, with the
validity of (CEM) the statement “If an observable A were measured, the result would
be a” has to be true for some value a. This means that counterfactuals become use-
less in the context of quantum mechanics, since they are not capable of expressing
the fundamental feature of the quantum world which is the indetermination of the
measurement outcomes. Hence it looks like we have a situation in which a lack of
important theoretical virtues can outweigh the agreement with the intuitive valuations
of some counterfactuals.

Bennett in his 2003 book has put forward an interesting proposal that promises to
reconcile the intuitive evaluations of the counterfactuals of the form “If I had bet on
heads, I would have won” with the rejection of (CEM). It turns out that in order to make
sure that the considered counterfactual will come out true we don’t have to uncondi-
tionally accept that all future chancy events count toward similarity. All we have to
do is adopt a limited, conditional rule which prescribes, according to Bennett, that an
indeterministic event counts toward similarity if it is a result of the same causal chain
as in the actual world. Here is how this idea is supposed to work. When we evaluate
the counterfactual “If I had bet on heads, I would have won” under the assumption
that in the actual world an indeterministic coin tossing device produced the outcome
“heads”, we should consider a possible world in which numerically the same process
leads to the tossing, and in which my bet was placed on “heads”. Because my bet is
in no way connected to the tossing, such a world will always exist (provided that we
agree on some reasonable criteria of identity across possible worlds). In such a case
Bennett’s criterion implies that the world in which the result of the coin’s tossing is
identical to the actual outcome will be closer to the actual world than the world with the
outcome “tails”. However, Bennett’s criterion is not applicable when the antecedent
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of the considered counterfactual describes an event that affects the causal mechanism
of the tossing device. For instance, the counterfactual “If a different person had pressed
the button of the tossing device, the coin would still have landed heads” should be pro-
nounced false, as the causal chain leading to the indeterministic outcome is plausibly
a different one. And this assessment seems to go along with our intuitions nicely.

It may seem a bit odd to speak about causal chains leading to an indeterministic
event, but Bennett insists that it is possible to have a cause that does not determine
its effect. And I am willing to grant this to Bennett. After all, the counterfactual “If I
hadn’t press the button, the coin would not have landed heads” looks true (since in this
case the coin would not have been tossed in the first place), so under the counterfactual
interpretation of causality there is a causal link between the initiating of the device
and the random outcome obtained. One may also complain about the vagueness of the
notion of “identical causal chains” with respect to alternative possible worlds. Would
a causal chain that started a millisecond later than in actuality count as a different one?
Or a chain initiated by the button’s pressing that was slightly, almost imperceptibly
weaker than the actual one? To this it can be replied that with these cases we remain
in the range of vagueness associated with natural language. After all, our intuitions
regarding counterfactual statements are vague, as Lewis stressed several times. So it
looks like Bennett’s proposal is a viable alternative to the approach according to which
all future chancy events should count toward similarity.

In spite of its unquestionable virtues, Bennett’s causal chain approach is not my ideal
solution. In my opinion it relies too uncritically on our off-hand judgments regarding a
very peculiar class of counterfactuals: counterfactuals that deal with truly indetermin-
istic processes. But we have to remember that pretheoretical linguistic intuitions can
contain hidden inconsistencies, not clearly visible under a superficial analysis. It can
also be the case that the intuitions we appeal to cannot be given a consistent explana-
tion in terms of an underlying theory. I think that philosophers should not shrink from
the task of giving a satisfactory explanation of the linguistic behavior of the competent
users of natural language. Our linguistic intuitions should not be treated as brute facts
that don’t admit further explanations. And if in a particular case such an explanation
cannot be formulated, this may strongly suggest that there is something wrong with
the intuitive assessments regarding this case.

To return to the case in question, one can ask what is the basis of the off-hand
evaluation of the counterfactual “If I had bet on heads, the result of the coin’s tossing
would still be heads”, which implies the statement “If I had bet on heads, I would
have won”. I think that one possible explanation of our inclination to accept the above
statement is given in the form of the underlying assumption that my wager does not
affect in any way the outcome of the tossing, meaning that it cannot change the result
of the tossing. But if we agree on that, we can now ask what can explain the intuitive
assessment approved by Bennett, according to which the statement “If somebody else
pressed the button of the tossing device, the result would still be heads” is false. It
looks like an underlying assumption here is that the change of the person operating
the device does influence the final outcome, so we cannot be sure that it would be the
same as in the actual world. But this is plainly wrong. By assumption the device is
perfectly indeterministic, so nothing we can do can have any influence on the outcome
of the tossing once the random process is initiated. Neither the person who starts up

123



632 Synthese (2013) 190:619–637

the device not the manner in which this is done can make any difference with respect
to the outcome or its probability. Hence it seems that our intuitive judgment is based
on the false assumption that it is somehow possible to influence the outcome of a
genuinely indeterministic process.

Bennett’s response to this would probably be that there is another difference between
the two cases that accounts for the difference in evaluation of counterfactuals. What
distinguishes the above two cases is whether the antecedent-event affects causally
the process leading to the indeterministic outcome, rather than the outcome itself.
But is the existence of such a causal link sufficient to account for the difference in
the truth-values ascribed to the above counterfactuals? Let us suppose that the person
operating the device could see me bet on a given outcome, and that this causes his hand
tremble a bit. Would this seemingly insignificant fact change the intuitive assessment
of the first counterfactual? I hardly think so. Even if we knew that such an effect on
the tossing device can take place, we would probably be inclined toward the truth of
the considered counterfactual.

However, we already know that the semantics which takes into account all inde-
terministic facts that occur in the future of the antecedent-event has very little chance
of success in the context of quantum theory. This is why I propose that we ignore our
unaided judgment and pronounce that no future indeterminate events count toward
similarity. As for the common-sense examples that seem to contradict this method of
evaluation, I can see several possible responses. First, we may surmise that they derive
their persuasiveness from the hidden and often unnoticed presumption of determin-
ism, or even fatalism. It can be claimed that the source of our off-hand assessment
that had I bet on heads, I would have won, is the implicit supposition that the actually
occurring outcome has been somehow “predestined”. This belief is hidden and yet so
well entrenched than even if we officially subscribe to the doctrine of indeterminism,
it may still influence our judgment and lead to the fixing of the actually occurring
random event.

Another way of explaining away the betting counterfactual is to respond that while
its intuitive evaluation is basically correct, this fact is due to an implicit assumption
that enters its antecedent along with the supposition that I bet on “heads”. This is
namely the assumption that the actual outcome was no other than heads. So what we
are evaluating is not, strictly speaking, the counterfactual “If at time t1 I had placed
my bet on “heads”, then at time t2 I would have won”, but rather “ If at time t1
I had placed my bet on “heads”, and at time t2 the coin had landed as in the actual
world, then I would have won”, which is an unquestionable truism.13 On the other
hand, if we wanted to evaluate the first counterfactual with proper attention paid to the
temporal sequence of events, we should perform the following thought experiment:
let us go back in time to the moment of a fork that leads to my betting (this fork may
be safely assumed to be an indeterministic event that happens in my brain just prior

13 It may also be speculated that the actual outcome of the indeterministic coin tossing enters the evaluation
process due to the fact that the evaluation itself takes place at a later time t3, hence it is tempting to fix all the
occurrences prior to t3 while considering the closest antecedent-worlds. However, this move is unjustified:
according to the accepted semantics for counterfactuals we hold fixed the events that occurred earlier than
t1 (or earlier than the time of the occurrence of the fork leading to the truth of the antecedent at t1).
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to the betting itself) and let us evolve this situation according to the laws of nature. If
we truly believe in the random character of the tossing process, we have to accept that
there will be two equally matched possibilities: the coin can fall either heads or tails,
so my bet is in no way guaranteed to win.

Bennett acknowledges the possibility of such a solution, but in response he creates
a “scare” story which is supposed to illustrate its very unpleasant consequences (2003,
p. 235). Bennett’s story involves the historical event that is sometimes referred to as
“the miracle of Dunkirk”, namely Hitler’s mysterious decision to halt the advancing
German panzer divisions which gave the British troops enough respite to organize a
hasty evacuation from the beaches of the French Dunkirk. Bennett proposes to assume
that Hitler’s decision was a purely chancy event (a result of an indeterministic firing of
a couple of neurons in his brain), and under this assumption he invites us to consider the
counterfactual “If one Mr. Miniver had not had a surgery at the time of the evacuation,
he would have taken part in the rescue operation (as he was the owner of a large enough
boat)”. Bennett rightly points out that this counterfactual comes out false according
to the proposed method of evaluation, as there are two equally matched possible no-
surgery-worlds: one in which Hitler does what he did in the actual world, and the
other in which the neurons don’t fire in his brain, the order to halt the operation is not
given and consequently there is no evacuation because the British troops are wiped
out by the German tanks. In general, no counterfactual whose antecedent predates
the evacuation and which presupposes that the evacuation took place will come out
true. But our intuition seems to tell us an entirely different story—the counterfactual
involving Mr. Miniver looks unquestionably true.

The above example poses a direct threat to the semantics of counterfactuals which
holds that no future chancy events be taken into account when evaluating similarity to
the actual world. However, I believe Bennett’s theory doesn’t fare much better with
respect to analogous examples. True, on Bennett’s interpretation the counterfactual
involving Mr. Miniver comes out true, as his surgery is in no way related to the inde-
terministic process leading to Hitler’s decision. But let us picture a different story.
Suppose that in reality Hitler made up his mind regarding the halting of the offensive
just after a meeting with his generals (but we are still assuming that his decision was
not determined by the course of the meeting, although it was causally connected with
the meeting). Now let us consider the counterfactual “If one of the German high com-
mand generals had been late for the meeting, the British troops would still have been
evacuated from Dunkirk”. I believe that our off-hand assessment of this counterfactual
would be favorable as in the previous case—unless we have reasons to think that the
tardiness of the general had an impact on Hitler’s final decision, we tend to agree
that the later events would have unfolded exactly as in the actual world regardless of
our contrary-to-fact supposition. And yet the general’s being late clearly affects the
chain of mental events preceding Hitler’s decision (for instance, Hitler could have
gotten angry with the general), and hence in the closest antecedent-world the causal
chain resulting in the indeterministic decision is not identical with the actual one.
Consequently, according to Bennett’s method the counterfactual has to be deemed
false.

My opinion is that we shouldn’t worry excessively about the above counterexam-
ples. Generally speaking, our pretheoretical intuitions do not mix up well with the
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assumption of indeterminism, because we have a natural inclination to look for deter-
ministic or probabilistic causal factors even when we are told that there are none to be
found. Moreover, as I have already stressed, common-sense counterfactuals are highly
contextual, and this context-sensitivity is not always explicable with the help of vari-
ous standards of similarity. We can imagine circumstances when it feels quite natural
to reject the above counterfactuals about the Dunkirk evacuation. For instance, when
various alternative scenarios of the past events are debated by historians, only those
counterfactuals for which there is either a causal connection between the antecedent
and the consequent, or the consequent describes an event that has already occurred at
the time of the antecedent, are acceptable. But in typical situations we take advantage
of the benefit of hindsight, and are willing to accept counterfactuals that don’t belong
to one of these two groups.

7 The true-antecedent counterfactuals

An interesting twist of Bennett’s proposed semantics for counterfactuals is his treat-
ment of counterfactuals with true antecedents. Those counterfactuals present a serious
challenge to a semantic analysis, as there is no firm intuition associated with their use
in natural language. According to Lewis’s controversial solution, a counterfactual with
true antecedent is true if and only if its consequent is true. Bennett opposes this move
on the grounds of his distinction between deterministic and indeterministic cases. In
a deterministic world Bennett agrees that when P and Q are true, P� → Q has to be
true as well. However, when Q is an indeterministic event, it is different. Here Bennett
proposes the following criterion: if P is irrelevant to the causal chain that leads to the
random occurrence of Q, then the counterfactual is true. But if P describes an event
that somehow influences the causal chain leading to Q, the counterfactual comes out
false. Hence, the counterfactual “If I had bet on heads, I would have won” uttered in
the situation in which I actually bet on heads and the coin came up heads becomes
true. But the counterfactual “If I had tossed the coin, it would have come up heads”,
whose both antecedent and consequent are true, is nevertheless false, as the antecedent
is very much relevant to the process leading to the coin’s landing heads.

Bennett claims that this method of dealing with true-antecedent counterfactuals
is consistent with his approach to false-antecedent counterfactuals regarding future
indeterministic events. And indeed it may look like this is the case. However, on
closer examination we may notice that there is some sort of a tension (I hesitate
to call it an inconsistency) between the intuitions underlying both treatments. Ben-
nett’s analysis of the false-antecedent counterfactual “If I had bet on heads, the coin
would still have come up heads (and I would have won)” yields the truth, because
the false antecedent describes an event which, if it occurred, would in no way affect
the causal chain leading to the indeterministic outcome “heads”. On the other hand,
the true-antecedent counterfactual “If the tossing device had been turned on, the coin
would have come up heads” is deemed false on the basis of the fact that the ante-
cedent-event clearly influences the chain of events leading to the outcome “heads”
(in Bennett’s terminology, the antecedent-event is not irrelevant to the causal chain
that leads to the outcome “heads”). But the reference to the influence exerted by the
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antecedent-event in the last case is confusing. In the case of a false-antecedent coun-
terfactual, if the antecedent-event influences the causal process leading to a chancy
occurrence, this presents a threat that the outcome might be different than in the actual
world, because the antecedent-event is different than in the actual world. But in the
case of the counterfactual with true antecedent the antecedent-event is identical to that
in the actual world, and its influence is presumably like in the actual world. To use
Bennett’s treatment of false-antecedent counterfactuals with a chancy consequent: the
causal chain leading to the coin’s landing heads is identical to the chain in the actual
world, and therefore its outcome should be kept as in the actual world. Now we can def-
initely see a clash between the intuitions behind the two proposals Bennett put forward.

To present the case even more convincingly, we can turn once again to the false-
antecedent counterfactual Bet � → Heads. The truth of this counterfactual is based on
the hidden assumption that my betting does not influence the functioning of the coin
tossing device, hence we can surmise that the counterfactual Bet � → Toss should
be also true. But this means that in the closest Bet-world the tossing is precisely the
same as in the actual world. This sameness in turn can serve as an argument for the
conclusion that the outcome of the tossing should be none other than heads. But now it
is extremely difficult to comprehend why the much simpler counterfactual Toss � →
Heads should be false if the situation with respect to the tossing is precisely analogous
to the situation with my bet placed on heads: we consider the closest possible world
in which the same tossing process occurs, and this should lead to the same outcome
“heads”. Now the tension between Bennett’s two methods of evaluation begins to look
like a genuine inconsistency.

It looks like Bennett’s semantics for false-antecedent chancy counterfactuals is
more in line with Lewis’s approach to true-antecedent counterfactuals. But, as I have
argued against Bennett’s analysis of false-antecedent counterfactuals with chancy con-
sequents, I am not obliged to follow in Lewis’s footsteps on this count. Actually, my
suggested approach to counterfactuals, which involves considering our world running
its course again, strongly leans towards counting all true-antecedent counterfactuals
with chancy consequents as false. When evaluating both counterfactuals Toss � →
Heads and Bet � → Heads, under the condition that Toss and Bet are true in the actual
world (and, obviously, that Bet happens no earlier than Heads), we should consider
the worlds which lead to Toss/Bet in the least conspicuous way, and which from that
moment on follow the usual laws of nature. This means that the evaluation of both
counterfactuals is done in the worlds which look exactly like our world up to the time
of Toss, and which then can choose any path that agrees with the causal laws. And
because we have assumed that the outcome of the coin tossing is truly indeterministic,
we are left with both counterfactuals rendered false.

I believe that the suggested method of evaluating counterfactuals nicely deals with
typical cases that can be encountered in quantum mechanics. To illustrate this, let us
suppose that a quantum system s is prepared in state ϕ that is a non-trivial superpo-
sition of eigenstates for a particular observable A. In such a case the counterfactual
“If I measured A, the outcome would be a” is false for any value a, which reflects the
objective indeterminacy of the physical property A. Now let us assume that actually
at a moment t the measurement of A was performed, and that the revealed outcome
happened to be a. According to the standard interpretation of measurement, the initial
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state of the system ϕ reduces upon measurement to the eigenstate ϕa corresponding to
the value a. The counterfactual “If I measured A again after t , the outcome would be
a” now becomes true, as we have to keep the past of the second measurement (which
is assumed to be an indeterministic event) exactly as in the actual world, and in the
actual world the first measurement revealed a. On the other hand, our evaluation looks
different if we consider the true-antecedent counterfactual “If I measured A at t (which
I actually did), the outcome would be a (which it was)”. Here we have to imagine a
second run of the measurement in the case the initial state is ϕ, not ϕa , and therefore
all options are still on the table: the outcome may, but doesn’t have to, be a again.
Hence the counterfactual is false, and this reflects the fact that at the beginning of
the actual measurement the system is not yet determined with respect to the quantum
property A.

Finally, we can consider the following false-antecedent counterfactual “If I sneezed
at t , the outcome would be a”, under the condition that in the actual world the measure-
ment revealed a. Our inclination to the contrary notwithstanding, I strongly suggest
that this counterfactual be treated as false. We have to resist the temptation to interpret
this fact as an indication that there is a mysterious interaction between my sneezing
and the measuring device, which affects the revealed outcome. Rather, the interaction
would be present if we had a counterfactual dependence here, i.e. if the counterfactual
“If I sneezed, the outcome would not be a” were true. But it is obviously false, and
this indicates only that in a new counterfactual situation no outcome is yet determined
as of t .

To sum up, I argue that indeterministic facts which occur after the antecedent-event
are entirely irrelevant to the evaluation of quantum counterfactuals. In order to asses
the truth-value of a given counterfactual, we have to select all possible worlds which
start off like the actual world does, in which a reasonably late fork leads to the truth of
the antecedent, and whose evolution from that moment on is governed by the actual
causal laws. One aspect of this evaluation method that is still left untouched is its
postulated relativistic invariance. It turns out that the separation of space–time into
the part “before” the fork which is supposed to be the same as in the actual world, and
the part “after” the fork, the only constraints on which is its compliance with the laws
of nature given the initial conditions, is not uniquely determined by the principles of
the special theory of relativity. In my 2004 and 2006 I present in details two possible
ways of drawing this separation, using the forward and backward light cones (see
also Finkelstein 1999). But regardless of their differences, both semantics of quantum
counterfactuals follow the general principles that have been argued for in this article.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
which permits any use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author(s) and
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